CITY OF WHITTLESEA Mental Health Services
The City of Whittlesea sits within the Eastern Melbourne Primary Health Network (EMPHN) catchment and is located on Melbourne's metropolitan fringe. The current population of 223,566 (2018) is expected to grow to 382,896 by 2041. Whittlesea has been identified by the State Government as a growth area of metropolitan significance.
Suicide and mental health data provides a clear rationale for investment in local mental health services and suicide prevention as an urgent priority. EMPHN service mapping also highlight an inverse relationship between current mental health service provision and needs.
There is an urgent imperative to ensure that City of Whittlesea residents are given priority in new suicide prevention and mental health support initiatives. These initiatives would: • provide residents experiencing mental health issues with alternative early intervention and support options • reduce hospital admissions and prevent emergency department (ED) presentations at the Northern Hospital, the busiest ED in Victoria in 2017/18 (providing care for 99,446 patients, up 7.9 per cent on the previous year) 1 .
Service gaps
Misalignment of resources and capacity within the areas of greatest demand is a significant issue for the mental health service system 2 . This is particularly evident in high growth outer metropolitan regions. The EMPHN Atlas 3 clearly demonstrates this stark mismatch and the inverse relationship between need and service delivery. It highlights significant gaps in mental health services in the City of Whittlesea relative to other areas in the EMPHN catchment, and clustering of services in inner suburban locations. Consultations with service providers also confirm gaps in a range of mental health services that are available in other catchments.
Social disadvantage
City of Whittlesea is the most disadvantaged local government area (LGA) in the EMPHN catchment 3 and has the highest level of unemployment and the highest proportion of residents earning less than $400/wk.
Local demographic data 4 and health indicator data shows that the City of Whittlesea also has a relatively high proportion of vulnerable groups at risk of poor mental health outcomes including women in the perinatal period, women who experience family violence, Aboriginal people and people from CALD backgrounds.
Whittlesea has a significant proportion of residents who speak a language other than English at home ( 
Health Indicators
Given the strong correlation between social and economic disadvantage and mental disorders it is not surprising that Whittlesea, as the most disadvantaged area within the EMPHN catchment, has the highest rate of psychological distress at 15.0 per 100, a rate higher than both state and national (measured by the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale) rates and almost double that of Boroondara 3 .
Residents in the Whittlesea
LGA also have a significantly higher rate of fair/poor health (19.0 per 100) when compared to not only the EMPHN average (13.2) but also the state and the national averages (14.8%) (Refer Table 1 ).
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In September 2018 the EMPHN allocated funding to pilot a headspace outreach service at the EDGE youth facility in South Morang for 12 months. Demand for the service has indicated the need to secure ongoing funding for a permanent facility to be located in the City of Whittlesea. If the South Morang headspace service ceases in September when funding ends, it is expected that waiting lists for support and counselling services for young people in Whittlesea will escalate to more than six months and young people will once again need to travel outside the municipality to access the service.
NEAMI's Yflex program also provides flexible, outreach-based support for young people with complex mental health needs but has no funding certainty after June 2019. The support is tailored, responsive and specialised to the needs of young people and meets them on their recovery journey. Since its establishment in October 2017, Yflex has supported 73 young people from the City of Whittlesea and currently has a three month wait time. Long term funding for this service is needed to meet demand and provide ongoing assurance and continuity for young people.
Additionally, the gaps in infrastructure, transport, employment and services experience by people living in growth areas contributes to, and exacerbates poor mental health outcomes.
Disadvantage impacts adversely on the mental wellbeing of individuals, families and communities that have fewer economic, social and environmental resources.
• There are significant gaps in mental health services in the City of Whittlesea relative to other areas in the EMPHN catchment, an uneven distribution of services across the EMPHN catchment, with clustering of services in inner suburban areas and significant service gaps in the outer northern areas • The City of Whittlesea is the most socially disadvantaged LGA and has a higher proportion of vulnerable at risk groups compared to other LGAs which fall within the EMPHN catchment. • City of Whittlesea has a significantly higher proportion of adults with very high levels of psychological distress. 3
Youth Mental Health
The EMPHN needs assessment identifies Whittlesea as having the highest rate of people aged over 18 years with high or very high psychological distress. Our psychological distress rating for this group is above the Victorian average. 
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